Abstract-Vocational rehabilitation consumers who are legally blind are a subgroup of the larger population of individuals with disabilities who have suffered high rates of unemployment; yet, the evaluation standards and performance indicators of the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) show that each year, the rates of employment for individuals with disabilities continue to increase overall. The question being investigated is, Has the employment rate similarly increased for this subgroup of consumers? Using the RSA-911 data system, this study investigated the competitive employment rates for consumers who are legally blind over a 10-year period spanning fiscal years 1997 to 2007. This study also compares differences in wages for consumers who were employed when they applied for services versus when they retained or advanced in employment at case closures. Results show that rates of employment and wages have steadily increased for consumers who are legally blind over the period of analysis.
INTRODUCTION
The U.S. Department of Education maintains the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA)-911 reporting system, which captures data on consumers of vocational rehabilitation (VR) throughout the life of their cases.
Researchers have investigated data captured in the RSA-911 data system for a number of years to examine employment characteristics of individuals with disabilities. These data have been the focus of a number of research studies that have investigated the competitive closure rates (CCRs) for consumers who are blind [1] [2] [3] ; yet, confusion still remains as to what the employment prospects are for individuals who are legally blind. Using the RSA-911 data system, this study examined a 10-year trend of employment characteristics for VR consumers who had a primary diagnosis of legal blindness.
Previous outcome research has investigated the VR system and predictive factors such as consumer personal/ work history [1, [4] [5] [6] , the quality of the VR counselor [7] [8] [9] [10] , and the overall State-Federal VR system [1, 11] .
Although RSA recognized six categories of employment status before fiscal year (FY) 2002 (i.e., employment without supports in integrated settings, extended employment, self-employment, State agency-managed Business Enterprise Program [BEP] , homemaker, and unpaid family worker) within the status 26 employment, * most research in the VR field has focused on competitive closures. RSA has established competitive employment as the mission of rehabilitation services as it has been articulated in the amendments to the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 in 1992 and 1998. The Commissioner of RSA reiterated this priority when describing the changing patterns in the VR system. Schroeder reported that consumers who were placed in competitive integrated employment made rapid gains in earnings and access to insurance [12] . Over a 3-year period, competitively employed consumers increased their wages on average from $7.56 to $13.24 an hour. Within this same time frame, the availability of medical insurance through work for these consumers increased from 38 to 58 percent, which is close to the national average of 64.5 percent [12] .
Although the research into closure rates for individuals who are legally blind has been quite sparse in the literature [1] [2] , evidence demonstrates a trend of stagnation, with relatively low rates of competitive employment outcomes. According to the RSA, three categories of competitive employment exist for consumers who are legally blind, including (1) competitive, which are found in mainstream integrated settings; (2) BEP, which is a State-managed vending program under the RandolphSheppard Act; and (3) self-employment, where the individual demonstrates wages earned for entrepreneurial pursuits. Hill investigated the work status outcomes of consumers who were legally blind in 1982 [5] . The report revealed that of >18,000 clients served who were visually impaired and legally blind, 8,939 men and women (48.6%) were placed in competitive employment. The competitive employment finding is similar to the findings of Kirchner and Schmeidler [13] . They reported that clients who were visually impaired and legally blind were competitively employed at a rate of 57 percent, whereas other individuals with disabilities were competitively employed at a rate of 81 percent when their VR cases were closed [13] . More than a decade later, Cavenaugh demonstrated that these low rates of employment for individuals who were legally blind have continued to stagnate or deteriorate [1] . Specifically, Cavenaugh reported that of more than 18,000 consumers who are legally blind whose cases were closed in FY 1995, only 25.1 percent were employed in competitive, BEP, or selfemployment, while 43.5 percent were closed in extended employment, homemaker, or unpaid family worker statuses. Additionally, another 31.4 percent of these cases were closed unsuccessfully (i.e., without an employment outcome).
A number of indexes have been used over the years for measuring the effectiveness of the VR system. Among the factors evaluated, the consumer's ability to obtain employment with earnings at or above the minimum wage has remained a popular measure. The CCR was first presented as a measure of VR counselor effectiveness by Szymanski and Parker [9] and has been applied to the study of VR counselor effectiveness in a number of subsequent studies [7] [8] 14] .
Szymanski and Parker conducted a comprehensive review of the rehabilitation literature and identified competitive employment (work for wages or salary at or above the Federal minimum wage) and the severity of disability as two important factors affecting employment outcomes [9] . From this information, they created CCR and defined it as the rate of all consumers closed in the Status 26 category (competitive employment) to the rate of all other case closures, including noncompetitive Status 26 closures, such as homemaker, extended employment, and unpaid family worker. CCR is the rate of competitive employment closures divided by all other case closures. This divisor includes individuals who obtained an employment outcome in a noncompetitive setting (extended employment, homemaker, or unpaid family worker), received rehabilitation services under a plan for employment but did not obtain employment (Status 28), and applied for services and may have received assessment and diagnosis services but never developed a plan for employment (Statuses 08, 30, and 38, respectively). Even though these latter three categories did not receive services toward attaining a vocation, including them within the index is justified since caseload dollars are spent and counselor time is invested in the processing of these cases.
Understanding how the CCR variable is constructed is important because similar measures may yield considerably different results. The RSA, for example, also calculates the percentage of consumers who obtained an employment outcome; however, the formula used by RSA * RSA recognizes some 38 different "statuses" in all. Because RSA relates to the case closure and therefore the RSA-911 data system, about six statuses are relevant, only two of which are relevant to this article. Status 26 refers to consumers who became employed and includes the six categories listed here. Status 28 refers to all the individuals who received VR services but were unable to obtain a job. Statuses 08, 30, and 38 refer to individuals who applied but never received VR services.
is quite different from the CCR variable as defined by Szymanski and Parker [9] . During the calculation of employment closures for the standards and indicators reports, RSA only considers cases in which a plan for employment was carried out (closure Statuses 26 and 28). Consequently, all cases that were closed because the individual was ineligible (Status 08) or was determined eligible but never served (Statuses 30 and 38) are not considered in the formula. Also, this approach to measurement is sufficiently justified, since one can argue that the VR system should only be measured based on those individuals who were active participants in the VR process (Statuses 26 and 28). This study focused on CCR because it is believed to be a more comprehensive measure of VR effectiveness, and it may draw more meaningful conclusions with existing published studies. For consumers who are legally blind, BEP (or vending under the Randolph-Sheppard Act) and self-employment are considered within the competitive employment category and are consequently included in the CCR variable [2] [3] .
METHODS

Participants
The target population for this study was all consumers who exited the State-Federal VR system during FYs 1997 to 2007 and who had a primary disability diagnosis of legal blindness (N = 188,978). The proportion of participants was equivalently distributed across the 11 FYs. This study did not include consumers who reported their secondary disability as blindness; however, because of the concomitant nature of many disabilities, consumers were not excluded who reported the presence of secondary disabilities.
Across this 
Instrumentation
This study used the RSA-911 data system for all analyses. The primary variable investigated was CCR. Szymanski and Parker calculated the competitive closure variable by averaging the number of consumers with a competitive work status divided by those with noncompetitive and unemployed closure statuses [9] . For the target population, this study included self-employment and State-agencymanaged business (BEP) (or vending facility) closures; hence, the CCR variable includes all competitive, selfemployment, BEP, and extended employment closures as a ratio with all other case closures.
One other variable explanation should be noted. The goal of VR services is to help individuals with disabilities become employed; however, the mission of RSA is to help individuals with disabilities obtain, retain, or advance in employment. Consequently, individuals in the VR system who are already working often apply for VR services to help them retain their current job and/or obtain training to advance in employment. This study seeks to include both populations of consumers; however, sorting out the population who is finding work for the first time versus those who are seeking to retain/ advance in employment is important.
To understand the employment trends of VR consumers, I created four additional variables to examine the employment status of consumers from the time they entered the VR system to the time they left. To create them, I combined the employment status recorded at the time of application along with the employment status at closure. The variables included those persons who-
• Were unemployed at application and remained unemployed at closure. • Lost employment or were employed at the time of application but were unemployed at closure.
• Retained employment, i.e., were employed at application and remained so at closure. • With VR employment, were unemployed at application but became employed by case closure.
RESULTS
Based on the CCR from FYs 1997 to 2007, VR consumers who were legally blind had an average employment rate of 31.79 percent. This percentage is considerably higher than the 25.1 percent that Cavenaugh reported that was based on data from FY 1995 [1] . In fact, the CCR has demonstrated a steady climb from 27 percent in 1997 up to a high of 37 percent in 2007. This difference is more than an 11 percent increase in the rate of employment for the target population in just over a decade. While this trend is quite promising, a concern is that the overall number of consumers closed decreased during this same time from 18,596 in FY 1997 down to 14,276 in FY 2007. I also examined the rate of employment to unemployment and wages for consumers who were legally blind with respect to any sex differences. One should note, however, that because of the very large sample size (187,000), virtually any difference would appear as statistically significant, even if no meaningful differences exist. Consequently, mean values ± SD and percentages rather than significance testing are presented. With respect to sex, 8,269 men obtained a competitive employment outcome, or 34.20 ± 0.47 percent, as compared with 10,235 women who obtained a competitive employment rate of 21.30 ± 0.41 percent. Ten years later, the rates had begun to level off, when men were employed 39.00 ± 0.48 percent of the time, as compared with women who were employed 35.00 ± 0.47 percent of the time. The data demonstrated that the average hourly wage for men who were employed in 1997 was $9.02 ± $6.01, as compared with women whose average hourly wage was $8.39 ± $6.03. Ten years later, men were earning an average hourly wage was $13.58 ± $11.98 as compared with women whose hourly wage was $12.72 ± $8.79.
I examined the same data to identify differences that may exist by race. The rate of employment to unemployment for consumers who are legally blind was relatively consistent across racial groups. In 1997, the rate of competitive employment for each racial group employed was 27 percent for White/Anglo American; 24 percent, Black/ African American; 22 percent, Native American; 32 percent, Asian/Pacific Islander; and 28 percent, Hispanic. I compared these data with the same groups employed in 2007: 39 percent, White/Anglo American; 31 percent, Black/African American; 25 percent, Native American; 36 percent, Asian/Pacific Islander; and 39 percent, Hispanic. When I examined the hourly wage, a similar trend emerged. In 1997, the hourly earning averages were $9.09 for White/Anglo American; $7.73, Black/African American; $8.10, Native American; $11.84, Asian/ Pacific Islander; and $7.49, Hispanic. By 2007, over the 10-year time span, these earning averages had increased to $13.56 for White/Anglo American; $11.58, Black/ African American; $12.14, Native American; $14.28, Asian/Pacific Islander, and $12.99, Hispanic.
The level of education that consumers had achieved by case closure was also an important variable in examining employment outcomes. This education level was not available for consumers during FYs 1997 to 2001; consequently, this part of the analysis involves only data from FYs 2002 to 2007. During FY 2007, approximately 17 percent of consumers who were legally blind had less than a high school diploma; the majority, 51 percent, had a high school diploma; 10 percent had an associate's degree; 13 percent had a bachelor's degree; and 7.19 percent had a master's degree or higher. The data from 2007 showed that consumers who were legally blind with-
• Less than a high school diploma, 23 percent had obtained an employment outcome. • A high school diploma, 32 percent had obtained an employment outcome.
• An associate's degree, 47 percent were employed.
• A bachelor's degree, 55 percent were employed.
• A master's degree or higher, 61 percent were employed These data were relatively stable in FY 2002, so only the 2007 data are presented here. Also, during FY 2007, individuals who were legally blind with-
• Less than a high school diploma earned an average of $9.62 an hour.
• A high school diploma earned $10.97.
• An associate's degree earned $12.69.
• A bachelor's degree earned $15.36.
• A master's or higher earned $21.86. Data were also examined for veterans of the U.S. Armed Forces. Although the Department of Veterans Affairs has primary responsibility for providing rehabilitation services to veterans, many veterans receive training through civilian VR programs. Data were only available specifically to veterans between FYs 2002 and 2007. During this time, 525 veterans who were legally blind exited the VR program. Their mean age was 58.00 ± 16.27, 444 were male (84.6%), and 82 were female (15.6%). These individuals exited with an employment outcome about 18 percent of the time, earning $10.58 an hour.
While this steady increase in employment is encouraging, Bell reported a concerning trend of concurrent increases in the relative proportion of consumers entering the VR process who were already employed [3] . The mission of VR is to help consumers obtain, retain, or advance in employment, so logically, individuals would apply for services even though they are already employed. Nevertheless, concerns have been raised over whether closure data were misleading from state to state based on the proportion of consumers who were already employed (i.e., VR counselors receive the same credit for a competitive employment closure whether VR placed the person in employment or whether the person was already employed when receiving services). Bell revealed that while some State agencies closed a considerably higher proportion of consumers with blindness in competitive employment than other agencies, these same agencies also had a significantly higher proportion of consumers with blindness already employed when they applied for services [3] . In the current study, the data demonstrated that 21 percent of consumers with blindness were employed when they applied for services in 1997. A trend of increasing numbers of already-employed consumers applying for services until FY 2001 showed that 26.5 percent of consumers were already employed; however, this trend decreased and remained relatively stable from FYs 2002 to 2007. The rate of employment for consumers at application, along with the difference in closure rate, can be found in Table 1 .
To better understand the employment trends for this population (as I mentioned earlier), I created four variables to examine the proportion of consumers who were (1) unemployed at application and remained unemployed at closure; (2) lost employment or were employed at the time of application but were unemployed at closure; (3) stagnation retained employment, i.e., were employed at application and remained so at closure; or (4) with VR employment, were unemployed at application but became employed by case closure. The data demonstrated that 61 percent of consumers who came to the VR process unemployed exited the system without obtaining an employment outcome. This rate remained relatively stable across the 10-year period of this study. An additional 6.8 percent of consumers applied for services while possessing a competitive job, but lost this job, or otherwise were unemployed by the time their cases closed. An average of 16.19 percent of consumers retained or advanced in their employment. As previously noted, this rate of employment was an increasing trend that began at 13 percent in FY 1997, peaked at 17.8 percent in FY 2001, and remained at a somewhat high 17.2 percent by FY 2007. Of course, individuals who are employed because of the VR process are of the most interest in examining VR. This study demonstrated that an average of 15.8 percent of consumers became employed during the process during this time and that this trend had been increasing from a low 13.5 percent in FY 1997 to a high 19.9 percent in FY 2007. These data are reported for the 11 FYs in Table 2 .
Because the trend has demonstrated increasing competitive employment closures for this population over the decade, determining whether wages have correspondingly increased over this same period is also important. In the RSA-911 data system, wages are captured as total weekly dollars for the consumer, divided by the minimum hourly wage in the consumer's state, which is how the wage rate is calculated for the evaluation standards and performance indicators [15] . In the current study, I report the raw weekly wages. The data demonstrate that average weekly wages of consumers who are legally blind increased from $293.08 in FY 1997 to $421.06 in FY 2007, an average increase of $127.98 a week ( Table 3) . As previously noted, consumers during this time were also employed at the time of application in increasingly higher numbers. As a result, the data demonstrated that on average, consumers reported at the time of application in FY 1997 weekly earnings of $125.92, increasing by FY 2007 to $206.05, an increase of $80.13. Hence, the difference in weekly earnings for consumers from the time of application to the time of closure was $167.17 in FY 1997, yet the difference in FY 2007 was $215.01, suggesting that earnings at closure had increased for consumers overall during this time period. Consumer weekly earnings at application and closure and their differences are found in Table 3 .
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The rates of competitive employment for consumers of VR who are legally blind have been dismally low for decades, and hence, this study sought to determine whether this trend had begun to reverse. Clearly, the employment rate for consumers who are blind remains low and much more work needs to be done. Nevertheless, I find Cavenaugh's results promising [1] . The raw CCR for this population increased substantially from the 25.1 percent that Cavenaugh reported in 1999 [1] to 37.2 percent by FY 2007. Much of this trend was due to increasing trends of VR agencies opening cases on consumers who were already employed; yet, the rate of unemployed consumers who applied for services had continued to increase case closure in competitive work. While some fear that this trend was due in part to VR counselors putting consumers into any job that came along, a promising result is that the earnings of consumers had also increased along with the numbers finding work.
Data also demonstrated that an employment disparity continues to exist between men and women who are blind and that this trend had actually worsened over this period (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) (2004) (2005) (2006) (2007) ). These data demonstrate that men earned $0.63 more an hour than women in 1997, and this increased by 2007 to an $0.86 difference on average. Similarly, whereas the average spread between earnings (SD) was about $6.00 in 1997, the variability in earnings had increased to nearly $12 for men but only $8 for women. Also, over the 10-year period Native Americans had less employment in 1997 than the other racial groups, and remained substantially behind by 2007. The same patterns remained constant in which Asian/Pacific Islanders earned the highest average wages and Black/African Americans earned the lowest average hourly rates. Additionally, the data showed that individuals who had earned a master's degree or higher by case closure had nearly a 40 percent greater chance of being employed and had $4.00 an hour more in earnings than did individuals with less than a high school degree. Unfortunately, the data also demonstrated that American veterans are far underrepresented in the RSA-911 data system, and where they are identified, the rates of employment were a dismal 19 percent. Clearly, more focus needs to be placed on the factors that contribute to these data. Further research should also look at the employment outcomes for these populations because they are served in different geographic locations, within different states, and within different agency structures (i.e., specialized versus combined).
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